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LAW 
Environmental Impact 
Statements and Clbnate 
Change 
Glenn T. Prickett and 
David A. Wirth 
Recent demands by atmospheric scien-tists and policymakers for immediate, 
comprehensive, and effective responses to 
the threat of global climate change have fo-
cused political attention on policies and laws 
that affect the quality of the environment. 
In January, the Reagan White Ho11se blocked 
the issuance of policy guidance that would 
have directed federal agencies to consider 
global climate change in the preparation of 
environmental impact statements (EIS). 1 
The Bush administration now has an early 
opportunity to reverse this decision. 
Using detailed computer models of the 
Earth's climate, atmospheric scientists have 
produced startling scenarios of the future 
climate conditions that will result from in-
creased atmospheric levels of greenhouse 
gases. These projections predict higher aver-
age temperatures, changes in patterns of 
precipitation, greater seasonal and annual 
variability in weather, and an increased fre-
quency of such extreme events as droughts 
and floods. 
Planning for adaptation to a changing cli-
mate will be far more difficult than acting 
now to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions. 
While current models depict global changes 
reasonably well, they cannot accurately pre-
dict local and regional changes in the tem-
perature and precipitation patterns. (See 
Thomas E. Graedel, "Regional and Global 
Impacts on the Biosphere: A Methodology 
for Assessment and Prediction," Environ-
ment, January/February 1989.) Unresolved 
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questions about future impacts only under-
score the need to act now to reduce emis-
sions of greenhouse gases. The sooner ac-
tion is taken, the more effective it will be. If 
policy responses are delayed, the eventual 
magnitude of climate change will be greater, 
and more radical measures will be required. 
In 1969, the National Environmental Pol-icy Act (NEPA),2 the United States' most 
sweeping attempt to date to protect the 
quality of the environment, mandated that 
every arm of the federal government inte-
grate environmental values into all aspects 
of work. At the heart of NEPA lies a strict 
requirement that the preparation of a de-
tailed EIS precede all "major Federal ac-
tions significantly affecting the quality of 
the human environment.' '3 
A central function of NEPA is to facili-
tate coordination of federal policy by im-
proving the quality of individual federal de-
cisions that affect the environment. The 
preparation of EISs ensures that such fed-
eral decisions are made only after agencies 
thoroughly examine alternatives through ri-
gorous consultation with the public and 
other federal agencies with relevant expertise. 
The NEPA process is a highly effective 
tool for crafting national and international 
policy on the urgent issue of climate change. 
This mechanism is particularly useful in the 
case of greenhouse warming, which is ex-
acerbated by the incremental effects of a 
multitude of federal actions and promises 
profound impacts on many others. Because 
the application of NEPA is not restricted to 
any specified category of environmental ef-
fects, federal projects and programs that 
contribute to greenhouse-gas emissions re-
quire the preparation of an EIS. 
In addition, EISs of those projects and 
programs that would be affected by a 
changing climate should include an analysis 
of those effects. Identification and analysis 
of these projects and programs is an essen-
tial prerequisite to mitigating and halting 
global climate change. 
Recognizing the central importance of the 
NEPA process to the greenhouse debate, 
the U.S. Council on Environmental Quality 
(CEQ) held a public meeting on 9 Septem-
ber 1988 at which it heard the testimony of 
nine federal agency witnesses and reviewed a 
statement on behalf of five national envi-
ronmental organizations. Few of the federal 
witnesses could recall instances in which an 
EIS had analyzed the issue of climate 
change. Many of the witnesses argued that 
examining climate change in an EIS is im-
possible and unnecessary. 
Two aspects of the climate issue that ap-
peared to present the greatest difficulty to 
policymakers were the numerous and varied 
sources of greenhouse-gas emissions and the 
scientific uncertainty surrounding detailed 
predictions of climatic effects. However, it 
is precisely these aspects of the greenhouse 
problem that are optimally addressed by, 
and demand the application of, NEPA. 
A lthough a particular federal action may only affect a small fraction of 
global greenhouse-gas emissions, the cumu-
lative impact of numerous programs and 
projects is significant. The necessity for 
analysis of cumulative impacts is firmly es-
tablished in CEQ's regulations. According 
to the council's regulations, "cumulative 
impacts can result from individually minor 
but collectively significant actions taking 
place over a period of time.' '4 
CEQ's regulations also clearly state that, 
in the face of scientific uncertainty, agencies 
must evaluate "reasonably foreseeable" im-
pacts "based on theoretical approaches or 
research methods generally accepted in the 
scientific community. " 5 The definition of 
"reasonably foreseeable" includes those 
"impacts which have catastrophic conse-
quences, even if their probability of occur-
rence is low."6 Most forecasts of climate 
change predict catastrophic impacts that 
clearly meet this test. Climate modeling is 
sufficiently sophisticated both to permit and 
require federal agencies to consider climate 
change in their EISs. 
The formulation of a coordinated na-
tional policy to reduce greenhouse-gas emis-
sions and to plan for adaptation to a chang-
ing climate requires comprehensive analyses 
of all government programs and projects. 
The central objective of NEPA is to encour-
age precisely this type of across-the-board 
analysis of government actions through en-
vironmental impact statements. Considera-
tion of greenhouse-gas emissions and cli-
mate-change impacts can and must be in-
cluded in the planning process for energy 
programs, transportation programs, public 
land management, coastal development, ag-
ricultural support programs, and water re-
source management. 
Fossil fuel combustion has been the pri-
mary cause of increased atmospheric con-
centrations of greenhouse gases. All govern-
ment projects and programs that affect 
energy use should be accompanied by anal-
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yses that assess their effects on greenhouse-
gas emissions. A wide range of federal pro-
grams and policies affect greenhouse-gas 
emissions, including: 
• research programs in clean coal tech-
nologies, light vehicles, and renewable 
energy sources; 
• setting of standards for vehicle fuel ef-
ficiency7 and appliance efficiency;8 
• policies designed to encourage devel-
opment of fossil fuel reserves, including 
ing the effects of the rise in sea level on the 
heavily developed coasts of the United 
States, where more than 60 percent of U.S. 
citizens live, could cost as much as $100 bil-
lion. Federal programs that affect the devel-
opment of coastal regions clearly require as-
sessments that examine their sensitivity to 
climate change. 
Climate disruption can also be expected 
to have serious consequences for U.S. agri-
culture and water resources. Some climate 
The NEPA process is a highly effective tool for 
crafting national and international policy on 
the urgent issue of climate change. 
coal and oil leases on public lands and the 
outer continental shelf; 
• programs that affect energy use in fed-
eral facilities, such as the purchase and use 
of lighting, appliances, and insulation;9 
• federally supported conservation and 
weatherization programs; 
• construction programs for highways, 
airports, and mass transit systems; and 
• research and monitoring programs on 
nitrous oxide emissions from airplanes and 
vehicles. 
The rate of carbon dioxide accumulation 
in the atmosphere depends on the area of 
forests, which store carbon in their biomass. 
(See Roger A. Sedjo, "Forests: A Tool to 
Moderate Global Warming," Environment, 
January/February 1989.) Consequently, 
the planning process for the management of 
federal forest lands should include an analy-
sis of the effects of forests on greenhouse cli-
mate change. 
Some scenarios of climate change predict 
a rise in sea level of 2 to 7 feet by the end 
of the next century. This expected rise 
would inundate lowlands in coastal plains, 
accelerate the erosion of shorelines and 
beaches, increase the salinity of drinking 
water, and increase the susceptibility of 
coastal properties to storm damage. Fight-
Environment, Vol. 31, No. 2 
models suggest that precipitation levels in 
the Midwest may decrease by 10 percent. 
Reduced rainfall would lead to increasing 
water shortages and a dramatic reduction in 
the area of irrigated cultivation. Reduced 
crop yields would damage local, regional, 
and national economies. 
Numerous federal programs in agricul-
ture and water resource management (in-
cluding acreage adjustment and price sup-
port programs for farm commodities, inter-
national trade agreements involving agricul-
tural products, soil and water conservation 
programs, and water development projects) 
could be affected by a changing climate. 
These programs would benefit from analy-
ses that include considerations of predicted 
climate change. 
The various computer-model scenarios 
and subsequent research based on their re-
sults, including an extensive report currently 
being prepared by the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), 10 provide a sub-
stantial basis for the analysis of potential cli-
mate impacts. The results specified in each 
EIS will, in turn, contribute substantially to 
understanding the greenhouse effect and 
climate change. 
CEQ and EPA should assist federal agen-
cies in developing methodologies for climate 
analysis and incorporating these methodol-
ogies into existing EIS procedures. EPA has 
already identified current assessment proc-
esses in coastal zone management plans, 
construction permit plans, and public land 
management plans that could readily incor-
porate climate change scenarios. CEQ 
should play a leading and coordinating role 
in the federal government's efforts to stop 
global warming by clarifying the responsi-
bilities of federal agencies and helping those 
agencies to analyze the causes and effects of 
climate change in their EISs. 
After CEQ's September meeting, it decided 
to issue policy guidance on the climate issue. 
However, the Reagan administration stopped 
the publication of draft guidance and de-
railed this modest attempt to fill the r,olicy 
vacuum on the global warming issue. 1 Pres-
ident Bush is now presented with an ideal 
opportunity to combat the threat of global 
climate change by reversing this decision. 
As the largest national and per capita 
emitter of greenhouse gases, the United 
States cannot long expect others-especially 
those in far poorer countries-to take this 
issue seriously if the greatest perpetrator re-
fuses to play a leadership role. The presi-
dent's instructions to his newly appointed 
Council on Environmental Quality will be 
one indication of his commitment to ending 
a dangerous gamble with the global climate. 
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